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Senator Gerratana, Senator Somers, Rep. Steinberg, and members of the Public Health
Committee:

As an Autistic person, | am requesting an amendment to HB 6695 to include a ban
on Autistic Conversion Therapy, also known as Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), which
is widely used to impose compliance on Autistic children. This practice is based on the
mistaken notion that Autistic people are “disordered” much the same way those in the
LGBT community were once regarded. Conversion therapy designed to change sexual
orientation or gender expression and Autistic Conversion Therapy have the same origin;
both were pioneered by O. Ivar Lovaas. Some of the worst Autistic Conversion Therapy
practices are done at the Judge Rotenberg Center in Canton, Massachusetts, which
uses electric skin shocks to enforce compliance. Many of the students there are from
other states, possibly including Connecticut. More than 70 disability rights organizations
signed on to a letter from the Autistic Self-Advocacy Network demanding the practice be
banned. A horrifying video of a disabled person being skin-shocked for hours for
refusing to take his coat off is on YouTube at https://youtu.be/aAj9WOntUMI

Amy Sequenzia of the Autism Women’s Network has written from a survivor’'s
perspective on this issue about one year ago in a post titled “Autistic Conversion
Therapy”: https://autismwomensnetwork.org/autistic-conversion-therapy/

A couple of weeks ago | saw a newspaper article with the headline: “Obama
Calls For End To ‘Conversion’ Therapies For Gay And Transgender Youth”.

The President was moved by the suicide of a 17-year old transgender woman.
Before she killed herself, she posted a note online, saying that religious
“therapists” had tried to convert her to being a boy, the gender assigned to her by
society.

President Obama is right. There is no justification for the violence that is trying to
impose a sexual identity on someone else. The young woman who died was
being forced to comply with other people’s erroneous assumptions about sexual
and gender identity.

The article had a deeper meaning for me though. In my head, | changed some
words and created a different headline, one that would reject ableism and how


https://youtu.be/aAj9W0ntUMI
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disabled and Autistic people are forced to comply with erroneous assumptions,
and to act in ways that go against our identity as disabled and Autistic people. |
wanted to see a headline about a ban on Autistic Conversion Therapy, aka ABA.

Then | posted this on Facebook:

“I propose that every time we write or talk about ABA, that we also write or say:
Autistic Conversion Therapy.

Gay Conversion Therapy has a bad reputation now, even if it still happens. Both
“treatments” (tortures) have the same root. | want the supporters of ABA to own
their objective. ABA: Autistic Conversion Therapy that uses torturous methods”

Expectedly, the proponents of ABA, the proponents of torturous and endless
compliance sessions, came out to defend the practice.

They rejected the comparison, conveniently forgetting that Gay Conversion
Therapy and ABA have the same “father” — Ivar Lovaas.

(Conversion therapy is sometimes called “reparative” therapy. ABA treats us as if
we are broken, as if we need to be repaired)

When reminded of this fact, they claimed that ABA is not “like that” anymore,
ignoring that compliance training forces Autistic people to act, react and respond
in ways that are unnatural to us, or in ways that we cannot really process, and
this is violence. It denies our neurology. It attacks our neurological identity.

Because ABA proponents, as their philosophy dictates, never accept a “no” from
Autistics, and will relentless pursue the goal of making us comply with what they
believe is the desirable way of being, their next argument was to say that
“neurotypical people comply all the time”, that’'s why it is vital that Autistics learn
compliance too.

Short pause: | noticed that some people went from “ABA is not compliance
training” to being compliance “because everyone has to comply too”.
Contradictory excuses.

So, let’s clarify something: Neurotypical people do NOT comply all the time.
When they defy, talk back or refuse imposed and subjective rules, or imposed
ways of doing things (when they can achieve the same goal by doing the same
thing in a way that works better for them), they are allowed to keep their position,
they are allowed to continue to disagree, they are allowed to say “no”. By
contrast, Autistic people are continuously battered with compliance strategies,
with imposed ways of doing things that are not natural to us (even when our
atypical way of doing things might achieve the same goal), until we break, and
lose the energy to fight for our right to be ourselves.



The reason why we “break” is because ABA “therapists” believe they must not
allow us to ever do things our own way. They consider our way of doing things so
wrong, it can never be allowed to prevail. So they use strategies that feel more
and more violent to us, until we, exhausted, comply.

Because ABA does not see us as fully human, we are not allowed self-
determination, unless it is not really “self” but compliant with the therapist’s
determination to change us.

After all these failed excuses, ABA proponents said that “Autistic people need to
learn certain ‘skills’, and to learn how to communicate”.

About communication: everyone communicates and behavior is communication.
As a non-speaking Autistic, | can say that you can now understand my writings
BECAUSE | wasn’t having ABA when | learned how to type. | need to stim as |
type and ABA would make me stop the stimming, therefore preventing my
learning.

About skills: it is true that we all need to learn certain social skills. This is not
ABA. This is life. ABA rejects non-compliance, which is a social skill. Moreover,
all those neurotypical people who insist on high-fiving me, hugging me, and
following my face as | turn my eyes to avoid painful eye contact are not being
promised gummy bears if they improve their social skills.

Another tired excuse: “my child/my clients ‘looooove’ ABA and they are happy’.
Are they, really? A lot of us, Autistic adults, are saying that ABA is bad, that it
hurts and that it is violence against who we are. Then parents say that their
children are happy. | will wait until the children are allowed to say what they want
and how they really feel. They are children, being manipulated through rewards,
being taught that pleasing adults makes them “good”.

People who experienced ABA reject it. PARENTS who do NOT experience the
violence — but who want to normalize their children — support it.

| wish the President would also see us as people who are just fine being who we
are and call for the end of ABA: Autistic Conversion Therapy because it is
violence against our neurology, our identity, our humanity.

Adding attempts to change Autistic identity or make Autistic youth act neurotypical to
the definition of prohibited “conversion therapy” in HB 6695 would help to deal with a
currently widespread, oppressive, and ableist practice (I am relying on the draft at
https://www.glad.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/ct-conversion-therapy-bill.pdf). |
would suggest that it is more urgent than banning a largely discredited practice that to
my knowledge has few if any remaining practitioners in Connecticut.
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